Taboo: The Journal of Culture and
Education
Volume 21
Issue 1 Editorial Introduction: Interesting Edges
on Educational Thinking

Article 2

September 2022

Defining Critical Literacy: A Challenge to a Power Structure
Matt Albert
University of Nevada, Las Vegas, alberm4@unlv.nevada.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalscholarship.unlv.edu/taboo
Part of the Language and Literacy Education Commons

Repository Citation
Albert, M. (2022). Defining Critical Literacy: A Challenge to a Power Structure. Taboo: The Journal of
Culture and Education, 21 (1). Retrieved from https://digitalscholarship.unlv.edu/taboo/vol21/iss1/2

This Article is protected by copyright and/or related rights. It has been brought to you by Digital Scholarship@UNLV
with permission from the rights-holder(s). You are free to use this Article in any way that is permitted by the
copyright and related rights legislation that applies to your use. For other uses you need to obtain permission from
the rights-holder(s) directly, unless additional rights are indicated by a Creative Commons license in the record and/
or on the work itself.
This Article has been accepted for inclusion in Taboo: The Journal of Culture and Education by an authorized
administrator of Digital Scholarship@UNLV. For more information, please contact digitalscholarship@unlv.edu.

7

Matthew
Albert
Taboo,
Summer
2022

Defining Critical Literacy:
A Challenge to a Power Structure
Matthew Albert
Abstract
Defining the concept of critical literacy is a difficult task because of its inherently murky boundaries. As time has progressed in the last four to five decades,
attitudes and perceptions of literacy have shifted in ways which necessitate a
redefining of the concept. This paper presents a retelling of an actual task presented to a graduate student by his committee. In that task, the committee asked
for a concise (150 words or fewer) construction of a definition of critical literacy.
This article begins with a very brief reflection on the task itself followed by the
execution that attempted to circumvent the word count rules set forth by the committee through the use of endnotes. The reproduction of the task has been edited
in certain places for the purposes of an academic journal, but these changes are
cosmetic in nature. Simply put, the graduate student argues critical literacy can
be defined as a textual study of power structure challenges distributed across four
categories: early definitions, multiple modalities, sociopolitical issues of power,
and equity in classrooms; what is more the circumvention reflects, itself, an act
of critical literacy.

The committee said to construct a concise definition of critical literacy.
They said to use 150 words or fewer.
They said to use footnotes instead of parenthetical citations.
They said footnotes should support the definition and maintain a flow to the response.
They said to use endnotes.
USE ENDNOTES.
Matthew Albert is a doctoral student in the Department of Teaching and Learning
at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. Email address: alberm4@unlv.nevada.edu
© 2022 by Caddo Gap Press.
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So...I used endnotes.
Here is what I gave the committee:
Critical Literacy—via study of texts,1 a rejection of authoritarian education2 where
teachers empower3 students to question things the way they are4 and imagine alternatives5 for the purpose of achieving social justice.6 Its progression7 can be
categorized in four distinct categories:
• Early Definitions—examining power8 structures9 and how they are preserved by
those10 in power11 via literacy events12 (which include various forms of reading
and writing13)
• Multiple Modalities—reflection on what expanded modes of communication14
provide15
• Sociopolitical Issues of Power—how literacy correlates16 with power17 and how
power manifests18 itself in different19 ways within different modes20
• Equity in Classrooms—reflection on teaching decisions21 that restrict22 literacy
development23
Final word count: 10824
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Endnotes
1
Texts are not limited to print, digital, and any other source containing knowledge
which can be accessed and processed by a reader. For example, as I write this definition
right now, my apartment contains the following texts: books, movies, framed letters from
professors, directions on a box of brownie mix that looks delicious right about now (the
mix, not the box), instructions on drink mixers that will look especially tempting later this
evening, stats homework that I did back in January so I would not have to do it today, and
various framed pictures that contain an embedded set of values, emotions, beliefs, and
perspectives for both the creator and the audience.
2
This rejection has its roots in Freire’s (1985) evolution of his own understanding about
the role of a teacher. Freire (1985) feels teachers should have enough humility, patience, and
tolerance to accept students. As a classroom teacher, it is my responsibility to realize that all
of my students have an equally valid stake in the education that occurs in our classroom.
3
Freire (1985) also maintains teachers must push students to go beyond self-perceived
limitations, which in turn helps teachers realize that educators come to school to learn, too.
When students exceed their own expectations, the teacher gains a significant understanding
about pupils and what they bring to a classroom. In a practical sense, I am not simply there
to guide students through their own Vygotskian Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) in
English class (Shabani et al., 2010). The students simultaneously guide me through my own
ZPD with respect to both disciplinary knowledge and knowledge about the craft of teaching.
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i.e., the literal power structures currently in place.
i.e., alternatives to production of texts which naturally produce alternative power
structures.
6
Freire (1985) envisions a world where social justice is achieved when teachers challenge students to craft their own dreams and define their own choices without assumption.
7
The definition of critical literacy has changed significantly since its inception, which
will be illustrated by subsequent endnotes.
8
Shor (1999) argues critical literacy begins within the questioning of power relations, discourses, and identities in a world not yet finished, just, or humane. Teachers help
students challenge the status quo by giving students the tools to engage in reflections and
conversations about power structures. An immediate example still relevant today is the
decision-making on textbooks. Every textbook is an opportunity for students to engage in
these conversations. If a teacher gave students Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the class would likely
reflect on the novel’s abolitionist message but could also reflect on Harriet Beecher Stowe’s
racism. The majority of the white characters speak in standard English while the Black
characters speak in dialect despite everyone being in the same geographical region of the
United States. That novel preserves a power structure that may not be readily apparent to
students unless it is discussed in class.
9
Janks (2000) views language and discourse as means of maintaining and reproducing
relations of domination (i.e., power structures). Janks (2000) proposes engagement in Critical Discourse Analysis to position readers in the interests of power, which helps students
access other perspectives within power structures. A good example from the past 20 years
or so would be the examination of gendered language and the inherent assumptions embedded in word choice.
10
Hagood (2002) assumes many aspects of literacy are in some way dangerous and
problematic when implemented in the classroom. If teachers do not push students to question realities and identities produced in texts, then the students are not claiming agency in
their own education. Hagood (2002) maintains that critical literacy is a social and political
act that requires students to construct a level of subjectivity which allows them to push the
status quo. In any classroom, one way a teacher can help students achieve this subjectivity
is by showing them how to construct a well-supported literary argument that allows for
meanings which go beyond the author’s intended meaning. A book written in 1859 can take
on a completely different significance if a student applies a 2021 lens to it. Some teachers
would bristle at the idea of a student not understanding the context of the original production; however, a critical literacy teacher would invite the student to apply both lenses,
reflect on the differences in context, and then think about where the status quo might go
from that point forward.
11
Luke (2012) cites Freire’s banking model when thinking about schooling. Those
in power can choose to operate as if learners’ lives and cultures are irrelevant, or they can
facilitate a reciprocal exchange between teacher and learner. The teacher has the ability to
give the students multiple metaphorical methods of “payment” which come in the forms of
various abilities that allow students, in turn, to access various literacies.
12
Street (2003) defines a literacy event as any occasion in which writing is integral to
participation. Related to that idea is the concept of a literacy practice. A literacy practice is
a cultural conception of what reading and writing are. Literacy practices combine to form
literacy events.
13
In short, the first part of this definition can be summarized as follows: students need
4
5
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to challenge power→they must learn how to do so by understanding how texts work via
the teacher→students use that ability to assess who has power→students then contemplate
how writing challenges power→teachers and students explore avenues of access through
various forms of writing to help students challenge power.
14
Pangrazio (2016) implores readers to be concerned with the evolution of digital
literacy and the power dynamics inherent to it. As technology opens more avenues to access
the types of literacy events defined by Street (2003), Pangrazio (2016) finds it important for
people to reflect on how people use social media as a group and how people use social media as individuals. For example, while the Internet does appear to give more voices access
to literacy events via social media, it is important to draw a distinction between having access and having power. Social media is not a free-flowing source of access to power. There
are still norms and structures endemic to each platform where some forms of expression
are accepted and others are not. The recent crackdown on election conspiracy theories and
Capitol riot promoters show that social media companies hold power over consumers like
any other source of authority. They just choose to exercise it when it is most convenient
for their economic stake (i.e., they feel it is fine to allow hate speech on their platforms because it drives clicks and revenue. However, once the threat of lawsuits and negative public
relations become apparent, the hate speech finally results in bans, suspensions, and lots of
yelling on cable news.)
15
Potts (2018) takes an optimistic view with the recent influx of multimodalities
thanks to digital literacy. Potts (2018) encourages teachers to provide support to learners in
the inner workings of these various modalities. When students understand how the forms
work, they can use their knowledge to break form in a way that is intentional, supported,
and significant. Encouraging students to break form solely for the purpose of breaking
form is not enough. Breaking form with a reason poses the biggest challenge to the status
quo because it has both urgency and reason behind it. To sum up this part of the definition:
digital literacy expands the body of knowledge available to us→expanded knowledge results from expanded avenues of access→society must reflect on what these new avenues
actually do/provide→teachers need to help students view forms of digital literacy through
a critical lens in order to make the most effective choices for communication.
16
Hofstetter et al. (1999) conducted a study to see if possessing high amounts of knowledge was necessary for gaining power. Overall, the findings of these studies showed that while
possessing a high amount of knowledge is not necessary for getting power, it is still associated with power. Hofstetter et al. (1999) recommended teachers help students acquire “broad
bodies of content knowledge” to give them long-term opportunities to gain power. They also
offered a potential caveat by stating how older citizens with high amounts of knowledge
show low political efficacy with high political interest. In other words, older citizens vote less
because they know more things and may be more cynical about voting after various negative
experiences with the politics of power. These conclusions led to a recommendation of future
studies on how other types of knowledge relate to outcomes in life.
17
One reason why Hofstetter et al. (1999) hesitate to claim literacy automatically
equals power is because literacy itself is political. Shannon (2000) makes it clear that political literacy alone does not make people try to foment equity automatically. This lack of
action is because Shannon (2000) employs a definition of literacy education entailing how
marginalized groups force dominant cultures to recognize them. Shannon (2000) argues
we must look past the words groups use and instead analyze their political interests. Conservatives resist any proposed change because it is change. Neoconservatives fiercely defend
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the status quo (where conservatives argue that schooling provides access for groups to fix
marginalization on their own if they just work hard enough). Neoliberals prefer specialization in areas where mass production does not serve the needs of the people. Liberals want to
equate all groups in the interest of fairness but end up reducing marginalized groups through
this approach by disregarding unique cultural traits. Radical democrats insist on valuing the
multiplicity and fluidity of identities (Shannon, 2000). In other words, politicians play to
voting bases via political lenses that increase their chances of re-election and subsequently
preserving a structure in which they hold great amounts of power (Shannon, 2000).
18
Knobel and Lankshear (2002) state that reading and writing as meaningful practice
are always inherently bound up with some way or ways of being in the world even when
people are online. The online world manifests the power of the real world despite the apparent separation between the rules of moderation for in-person communication and online
communication. They caution teachers who try to get every voice in the classroom heard
without employing some form of moderation because voices need some logic behind them
in order to make a productive contribution to the discourse. That means teachers have to
gain a deeper understanding of how cyberspace works, a difficult proposition for an age
group that often lags behind the technological proficiency of their own students who are
often much younger.
19
Rogers (2007) notes that differences in literacy also arise from differences in perception of definitions. Rogers (2007) cites a problematic issue where the designation of
“citizen” implies literacy proficiency. For demographics without access to education and/
or literacy opportunities, they are still citizens in the sense that they can claim membership
within a country. However, their social status of “citizen” is lessened because they lack
access to literacy opportunities. In this social sense, “citizenship” requires opportunities
for literacy practice, especially for marginalized groups.
20
One such mode gaining more popularity is the thinking of literacy instruction as a
political act. Morrell (2007) claims teachers can prepare for this type of work by engaging
in ethnography. Studying the community of their students helps teachers meet needs more
effectively. Once they complete this work, teachers need to galvanize students and their
families to want to be a part of policy discussions within the school. Such involvement
is a product of providing access and teaching dissent. In other words, teachers can use
the school’s curriculum to their pedagogical advantage. A teacher can implement Stephen
Crane’s Maggie: A Girl of the Streets in a way that brings attention to real-life, modern-day
community issues despite the novel being written in 1893. Instructors can take this approach in addition to developing critical skills via the usual close reading of diction and
tone that often takes place in English Language Arts classrooms. The third part of my definition can be distilled down to the following: knowledge, in general, equals power→political knowledge helps smaller groups find access to power and then restrict it from others
by creating disunity→reactions to these groups can be found in online arenas that seek to
provide access to the common public→true freedom never exists because all reading and
writing is moderated by someone somewhere→teachers need to teach students how to dissent and work within the restrictions currently in place.
21
Vasquez (1994) cautions teachers who silence their students into conformity by not
helping students make sense of problematizing texts. Simply put, if teachers do not teach
critical thinking through reading, then they are producing students who blindly accept the
world as it is.
22
Comber (1999) implores teachers to examine their own practices and conduct the-
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ory-based research on their own teaching; however, this examination absolutely must be
done in a systematic way as a means of adding scholarly legitimacy to the work itself.
23
As the definition of critical literacy continues to expand, so too, do the definitions of
equity and literacy within schools. Au and Raphael (2000) state it is necessary to include
different types of literacy apart from “school” literacy in the overall definition of literacy. It
helps to understand this idea by considering how students from minority backgrounds often
have school experiences that limit their access to the one type of “mainstream” literacy
measured on standardized tests. These limitations come in the form of underfunding, poor
teaching, apathetic teaching, teacher turnover, systemic inequity with regards to race and
socioeconomic status, etc. This section of the definition can be summarized as follows: to
stop students from being restricted, teachers need to reflect on how they teach texts→teachers need to conduct this research in a systematic way→after reflecting, teachers need to
think about what other types of literacy they must teach besides the dominant, mainstream
version (current “school” literacy).
24
Writing definitions is hard. Like, really hard.

